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Introduction 
 Food retailing is by far the largest sector within the UK retail economy and it is 
extremely concentrated with the top ten retailers accounting for 85% of all food sales and 
just four of these, namely Tesco, J. Sainsbury, Asda and the Wm. Morrison Group holding a 
massive 66% market share (Mintel 2012). The marked concentration within food retailing in 
the UK has given the large food retailers considerable power over producers and suppliers 
while also bringing them into daily contact with large numbers, and an increasingly wide 
cross section, of consumers. During the past decade the role of the major food retailers 
within the food production and distribution system has attracted increasing attention, 
debate and vocal criticism. The leading food retailers certainly have a high public profile and 
a seemingly ever growing physical presence within the retail marketplace. However the 
majority of these retailers increasingly recognise the importance of publicly reporting on the 
impact their activities have on the environment, on society and on the economy via the 
publication of annual Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Sustainability reports . 
As suĐh the UK͛s large food retailers are refleĐtiŶg the faĐt that  reporting on 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Sustainability has become an increasingly 
important business imperative as ͚stakeholdeƌs aƌe deŵaŶdiŶg ŵoƌe tƌaŶspaƌeŶĐǇ aŶd 
companies themselves are under increasing competitive and regulatory pressures to 
deŵoŶstƌate a ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to Đoƌpoƌate ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ͛ (CorporateRegister.com Limited 
2008). In  a similar vein KPMG (2011) has suggested that ͚Đoƌpoƌate ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg 
has ďeĐoŵe the de faĐto laǁ foƌ ďusiŶess͛ and that ͚ĐoŵpaŶies aƌe iŶĐƌeasiŶgly realizing that 
corporate responsibility reporting is about more than just being a good corporate citizen ; it 
drives innovation and promotes learning, which helps companies grow their business and 
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iŶĐƌeases theiƌ oƌgaŶizatioŶ͛s ǀalue.͛ At the same time there is growing awareness within 
the business community that independent assurance of the information contained in such 
reports can eŶhaŶĐe ĐoŵpaŶies͛ ĐrediďilitǇ aŶd iŶtegritǇ aŶd iŶflueŶĐe stakeholders͛ 
perceptions of their ethical and moral outlook. In making the case for increasing assurance 
KPMG (2011), for example, suggest that ͚as Đoƌpoƌate ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg ďegiŶs to plaǇ 
a larger role in the way stakeholders and investors perceive corporate value, companies 
should increasingly want to demonstrate the quality and reliability of their corporate 
ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ data.͛ With that in mind the aim of this paper is to provide an exploratory 
review of the employment of assurance in the most recent CSR/Sustainability reports 
puďlished ďǇ the UK͛s top ten food retailers. The paper includes a brief introduction to 
assurance, an outline of the structure of food retailing in the UK, an examination of the 
extent to which the top ten food retailers commission assurance as an integral part of their 
CSRS/Sustainability reporting process and of the nature and characteristics of this assurance 
and it offers some initial reflections on the use of assurance by these food retailers.  
External Assurance 
Assurance, simply defined, as a process used to provide confidence as to the degree 
of reliance that can be placed on reported data, can be undertaken in a number of ways. 
CSR Europe (2008), for example, identified four principal methods namely ͚ĐoŶduĐtiŶg 
assuƌaŶĐe iŶteƌŶallǇ͛, ͚stakeholdeƌ paŶels͛, ͚eǆpeƌt iŶput͛ and assurance by an ͚iŶdepeŶdeŶt, 
iŵpaƌtial aŶd eǆteƌŶal oƌgaŶisatioŶ.͛ In theory conducting assurance internally within a 
company should provide comprehensive access to the relevant data and be less costly but it 
may lack credibility especially with external stakeholders. Inviting a panel of stakeholders to 
produce an assurance statement can have the advantage of ensuring that the process will 
address those issues important to the invited stakeholders but such panels may not always 
represent the full range of stakeholder iŶterests. The use of so Đalled ͚eǆpert iŶput͛ iŶ 
assurance might be seen to lend what some stakeholders might regard as authoritative 
support to a CSR/Sustainability report but doubts may remain about the extent to which 
such expert(s) have had the opportunity or the necessary access to the primary data which 
would allow them to make critically informed judgements.  
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The most widely used approach to assurance is the commissioning of an assurance 
statement by an independent external organisation and such an approach would seem to 
have claims to offer credibility, integrity and reliability to the reporting process. An 
Assurance statement is defined by CorporateRegister.com Limited (2008) as ͚the puďlished 
communication of a process which examines the ǀeƌaĐitǇ aŶd ĐoŵpleteŶess of a C“‘ ƌepoƌt.͛ 
However the production of assurance statements is seen to be problematic in that not only 
is there considerable variation between the volume, character and detail of the information 
companies provide in their CSR/Sustainability reports themselves, but there is currently 
little consensus on how companies should collect, evaluate and report on their 
CSR/Sustainability data. In addressing the issue of appropriate data collection 
CorporateRegister.com Limited (2008), for example, argued that ͚the uŶdeƌlǇiŶg pƌoĐesses 
aƌe ofteŶ opaƋue aŶd ĐoŵpaŶǇ speĐifiĐ, so it͛s diffiĐult to kŶoǁ hoǁ faƌ a ƌepoƌt ƌefleĐts 
aĐtual peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ and that ͚uŶless a ĐoŵpaŶǇ ĐaŶ defiŶe its sĐope of peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe 
disclosure, how can an assuraŶĐe pƌoǀideƌ defiŶe the sĐope of assuƌaŶĐe.͛ 
 That said a growing number of major companies now employ the three 
interdependent principles of materiality, inclusivity and responsiveness which are an 
integral part of the AA1000 Assurance Standard 2008 developed by Accountability (2008), a 
UK non profit organisation, to guide and inform their CSR/Sustainability reporting. 
Materiality is concerned with whether the issues, impacts and concerns in the 
CSR/Sustainability report are relevant and important to stakeholders looking to make 
informed judgments about the extent to which a company is discharging its social 
responsibilities. The principle of completeness focuses upon the extent to which both the 
identification and the communication of material issues and impacts is fair and balanced. 
Responsiveness examines the extent to which a company can demonstrate that it is 
respoŶdiŶg to stakeholders͛ ŵaterial issues, iŵpaĐts aŶd ĐoŶĐerŶs. At the saŵe tiŵe it is 
important to recognize that external assessors work to oŶe of tǁo so Đalled ͚leǀels of 
assuraŶĐe͛ ŶaŵelǇ ͚reasoŶaďle assuraŶĐe͛ aŶd ͚liŵited assuraŶĐe.͛ IŶ the forŵer ͚the 
assurors have carried out enough work to be able to make statements about the report 
which are framed in a positive manner e.g. the reported environmental data accurately 
ƌefleĐt͛ ;the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛sͿ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ (CorporateRegister. com Limited 
2008).  In the latter ͚the assuƌoƌs haǀe oŶlǇ Đaƌƌied out eŶough ǁoƌk to ŵake stateŵeŶts 
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about the report which are framed in a negative manner eg. Nothing has come to our 
attention which causes us to believe that the reported environmental data do not accurately 
ƌefleĐt͛ ;the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛sͿ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ (CorporateRegister. com Limited 
2008).  
A number of benefits are claimed for the assurance statement. Perhaps most 
importantly there is the argument that as a wide variety of stakeholders increasingly share 
an interest in how companies are discharging their social, environmental, economic and 
ethical responsibilities so the inclusion of a robust and rigorous assurance statement within 
a CSR/Sustainability report helps to enhance reliability and credibility (Jones and Solomon 
2010). It is also argued that assurance can ͚giǀe a ďoost to (the) internal management of 
CSR, since the process of providing an assurance statement will involve an element of 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt sǇsteŵs ĐheĐkiŶg͛ in that ͚a Ŷuŵďeƌ of assuƌaŶĐe stateŵeŶts ideŶtifǇ 
shortcomings in underlying data collection systems, thus providing a roadmap for 
improvement to the reporting ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛ (CSR Europe 2008). More commercially the 
provision of an assurance statement might be seen to enhance not only a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s 
reputation with its stakeholders but also its brand identity within a competitive trading 
environment. 
 
Frame of Reference and Method of Enquiry 
In order to obtain an initial piĐture of the eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh the UK͛s leading food 
retailers include assurance as an integral part of their CSR/Sustainability reporting 
proĐedures, the UK͛s top teŶ food retailers , ranked by market share of sales (Table 1), were 
selected for study. Companies use a wide variety of methods to communicate and report on 
CSR/Sustainability and the European Commission Directorate-General for Enterprise  lists a 
number of methods that businesses currently utilise iŶĐludiŶg ͚product labels, packaging, 
press/media relations, newsletters, issue related events, reports, posters, flyers, leaflets, 
brochures, websites, advertisements , information packs and word-of ŵouth͛ (European 
Commission Directorate-General for Enterprise  undated). During recent years ͚the 
importance of online communications as part of an integrated CSR communications strategy 
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has gƌoǁŶ sigŶifiĐaŶtlǇ͛ (CSR Europe 2009) and ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg has eǀolǀed fƌoŵ a 
marginal practice to a mainstƌeaŵ ŵaŶageŵeŶt aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶs tool͛ (Global 
Reporting Initiative 2007). In a similar vein Bowen (2003) has suggested that the majority of 
large companies have realised the potential of the World Wide Web as a mechanism for 
reporting sustainability agendas and achievements and has argued that its interactivity, 
updatability and its ability to handle complexity adds value to the reporting process.  
With that in mind the authors undertook an internet search in January 2013, using 
Google as the search engine, of each of the top ten food retailers in the UK using the key 
phrases ͚Đorporate soĐial respoŶsiďilitǇ report͛ aŶd ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ report͛ This searĐh 
revealed that seven of the top ten food retailers (or their parent companies), namely Tesco, 
Asda (Walmart), J.S Sainsbury, the Wm. Morrison Group, the Co-operative Group, Marks 
and Spencer and Waitrose (The John Lewis Partnership)  had published CSR/Sustainability 
reports on the Internet. The authors then searched the seven CSR/Sustainability reports 
using the key word ͚assurance.͛ In discussing the reliability and validity of information 
obtained from the Internet, Saunders et.al. (2009) emphasise the importance of the 
authority and reputation of the source and the citing of a contact individual who can be 
approached for additional information. In surveying the retailers CSR/Sustainability reports 
the authors were satisfied that these two conditions were satisfied. 
The material on assurance within the CSR/Sustainability reports was  relatively brief, 
running at most to two pages, and clearly structured and the authors were able to review 
and assimilate this information without using sophisticated content analysis that would be 
more appropriate in reviewing and analysing larger documents. The information so 
retrieved provided the empirical raw material for this paper. The specific examples and 
selected quotations on assurance within the CSR/Sustainability reports cited within this 
paper are used principally for illustrative rather than comparative purposes. The focus being  
oŶ ĐoŶduĐtiŶg aŶ eǆploratorǇ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of hoǁ the UK͛s leadiŶg food retailers Đurrently 
address the assurance within their CSR/Sustainability reports rather than on providing a 
systematic analysis and comparative evaluation of the current assurance processes. The 
authors recognise that they have adopted a narrowly focused, but nevertheless an 
appropriate approach, in that, as outlined earlier, the focus of this paper is on offering an 
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exploratory review of the employment of external assurance in the CSR/Sustainability 
reports currently puďlished ďǇ the UK͛s leadiŶg food retailers. 
Findings 
 The fiŶdiŶgs reǀeal that seǀeŶ of the UK͛s top teŶ food retailers namely Tesco, Asda 
(Walmart), J. Sainsbury, the W. Morrison Group, the Co-operative Group, Waitrose, (John 
Lewis), Marks and Spencer all produced CSR/Sustainability reports. The remaining three 
retailers namely Aldi, Lidl and Spar, provided only limited information on their approach to 
CSR/Sustainability on their corporate web sites. Spar, for example simply affirms that it 
͚fulfils its Đoƌpoƌate soĐial ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ ďǇ suppoƌtiŶg Đhaƌities, ĐoŵŵuŶities aŶd spoƌts 
organisations. Four companies, publicly reporting on CSR/Sustainanabilty included external 
assurance statements in their reports, while three companies, including two who included 
assurance statements, provided some expert input in their CSR/Sustainability reports . 
Waitrose (John Lewis) reported that ͚ouƌ Đo-ownership structure, built on the principles of 
openness and transparency, supports our commitment to open and honest reporting. We 
ĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ do Ŷot seek foƌŵal eǆteƌŶal assuƌaŶĐe foƌ this ƌepoƌt.͛ Asda (Walmart) reports that 
the data included in it its sustainability report was ͚oďtaiŶed ďǇ iŶteƌŶal suƌǀeǇ aŶd ĐheĐks 
without the paƌtiĐipatioŶ of eǆteƌŶal aĐtiǀitǇ.͛  The remaining three of the top ten food 
retailers made no mention of assurance in the limited CSR/Sustainability information they 
currently have posted on their corporate web sites.  
The external assurance information varies in its coverage and approach and in the 
character of the information provided (Table 2). There is marked variation in the scope and 
coverage of the reports and while the assurance statement for the Co-operative Group, for 
example, covered ͚all the keǇ data aŶd Đlaiŵs͛ iŶ the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s report, that for the Wm. 
Morrison Group  covered ͚the pƌiŶĐiples͛ and the claims for ͚fiǀe keǇ aƌeas͛, namely ͚ĐaƌďoŶ, 
ǁaste, tƌaiŶiŶg aŶd skills, healthǇ food aŶd supplǇ ĐhaiŶ͛, the corresponding statement for 
Tesco was focused solelǇ oŶ the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ͚gloďal diƌeĐt ĐaƌďoŶ footpƌiŶt.͛  The Two 
Tomorrow͛s report eŵploǇed the AA1000AS standards mentioned earlier in undertaking 
assurance for Wm. Morrison and the Co-operatiǀe Group ǁhile ErŶst aŶd YouŶg͛s assuraŶĐe 
for Tesco is based on a different three international audit standards. All four assurance 
statements provided limited assurance as described earlier. In outlining its approach to 
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providing limited assurance for Tesco Environmental Resources Management Limited, for 
example, reported that they looked to ensure that ͚ŶothiŶg has Đoŵe to ouƌ atteŶtioŶ 
thƌough the Đouƌse of ouƌ ǁoƌk that the data aƌe ŵateƌiallǇ ŵisƌepƌeseŶted.͛ 
In addressing the assurance process the assessors generally provided an outline of 
the methodology they employed to gather evidence and of the criteria they employed to 
guide their judgements. In producing the assurance statement for the Wm. Morrison Group, 
for example, they undertook a range of activities including a ͚ƌeǀieǁ of ĐuƌƌeŶt sustainability 
issues that could affect MoƌƌisoŶs aŶd of iŶteƌest to stakeholdeƌs͛; ͚iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁith seleĐted 
diƌeĐtoƌs aŶd seŶioƌ ŵaŶageƌs ƌespoŶsiďle foƌ ŵaŶageŵeŶt of sustaiŶaďilitǇ issues͛; ͚site 
visits to review processes and systems for preparing site level sustaiŶaďilitǇ data͛ and a 
͚ƌeǀieǁ of the pƌoĐesses foƌ gatheƌiŶg aŶd ĐollatiŶg data.͛ In a similar vein Environmental 
‘esourĐes MaŶageŵeŶt Liŵited͛s aĐtiǀities iŶ proǀidiŶg assuraŶĐe for TesĐo iŶĐluded faĐe to 
face interviews with managers on how carbon data is collected ; the testing of the carbon 
data measurement, collecting and reporting processes at Group level within the UK and at 
selected company operations outside the UK; and providing the findings of its assurance to 
management as they arose in order to provide them with an opportunity to correct any data  
prior  to the finalisation of the assurance statement. The assurance statements produced for 
Tesco and Marks and Spencer identified the limitations in the approach adopted. In its 
statement for Marks and Spencer, for example, Ernst and Young reported that it had not 
iŶterǀieǁed eŵploǇees at stores or iŶ ǁarehouses͛ ǁhile EŶǀiroŶŵeŶtal ‘esourĐes 
Management Limited emphasised that if it had been asked to provide reasonable rather 
than limited assurance it would have ͚Ŷeeded to ĐoŶduĐt ŵoƌe ǁoƌk at Đoƌpoƌate aŶd 
opeƌatioŶal leǀels.͛  
Three of the assurance statements, those provided for the Wm. Morrison Group, the 
Co-operative Group and Marks and Spencer, included specific findings and explicitly address 
the principles of inclusivity, materiality and responsiveness mentioned earlier. In addressing 
the principle of materiality in their assurance statement for the Co-operative Group, Two 
Toŵorroǁs reports its ďelief that the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s CS‘ report ͚desĐƌibes the majority of the 
Co-opeƌatiǀe͛s ŵateƌial iŵpaĐts aŶd, as a ǁhole pƌoǀides gƌeateƌ tƌaŶspaƌeŶĐǇ thaŶ ŵaŶǇ 
otheƌs.͛ In addressing the principle of responsiveness within the Co-operative Group Two 
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Tomorrows reports ͚it is paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ eŶĐouƌagiŶg to see the continuing commitment by the 
Co-operative to the support of disadvantaged regions and businesses, particularly small 
ďusiŶesses.͛ In outlining its findings on inclusivity in for Marks and Spencer Ernst and Young 
report ͚ǁe aƌe Ŷot aǁaƌe of aŶǇ keǇ stakeholder groups that have been excluded from 
eŶgageŵeŶt͛ and ͚ǁe aƌe Ŷot aǁaƌe of aŶǇ ŵatteƌs that ǁould lead us to ĐoŶĐlude that 
Maƌks aŶd “peŶĐeƌ had Ŷot applied the iŶĐlusiǀitǇ pƌiŶĐiples iŶ deǀelopiŶg its appƌoaĐh.͛  
In addressing materiality in the Wŵ. MorrisoŶ Group͛s CS‘ ‘eǀieǁ Tǁo Toŵorroǁ͛s 
assurance statement reports that the company ͚has takeŶ steps to ideŶtifǇ its ŵateƌial 
issues  aŶd takes iŶto aĐĐouŶt stakeholdeƌ feedďaĐk ͚ and in its comment on responsiveness 
Two Tomorrows notes ͚the suŵŵaƌy of commitments and key performance indicators 
togetheƌ ǁith pƌogƌess iŶ dƌiǀiŶg iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts iŶ peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe is helpful.͛ More generally 
the assurance statements produced for Tesco, the Wm. Morrison Group and the Co-
operative Group all include a short general summary of findings. Environmental Resources 
Management Limited concluded that ͚TesĐo has appƌopƌiatelǇ ƌepoƌted its ϮϬϭϭ/ϭϮ gloďal 
diƌeĐt ĐaƌďoŶ footpƌiŶt͛ ǁhile Tǁo Toŵorroǁ͛s stateŵeŶt for the Wm. Morrison Group 
found ͚iŶ teƌŵs of data aĐĐuƌaĐǇ Ŷothing came to our attention to suggest that the data 
haǀe Ŷot ďeeŶ pƌopeƌlǇ Đollated fƌoŵ iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ƌepoƌted at opeƌatioŶal leǀel.͛ 
Looking to the future all four assurance statements offer recommendations for 
improvement in CSR/Sustainability reporting to their client companies. Ernst and Young, for 
example, suggests that ͚as Maƌks aŶd “peŶĐeƌ iŶĐƌeases its footpƌiŶt ďeǇoŶd the UK aŶd 
Ireland it should consider measuring performance and information from its international 
opeƌatioŶs͛ and that it should also ͚ĐoŶsideƌ ǁhat iŵpaĐt its Ŷeǁ ďusiŶess ŵodel aŶd 
associated operational change will have on its ability to sustain its efforts in areas such as 
eŶeƌgǇ ƌeduĐtioŶ aŶd paĐkagiŶg.͛ Tǁo Toŵorroǁ͛s reĐoŵŵeŶded to the  Wm. Morrison 
Group  that future CSR reviews should ͚desĐƌiďe oƌ pƌoǀide ƌefeƌeŶĐes to ŵoƌe detailed 
desĐƌiptioŶs of ŵethods used to gatheƌ aŶd ƌepoƌt peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe data͛ and that ͚Ŷeǆt Ǉeaƌ͛s 
review should provide performance metrics and additional information on the implications of 
water use at the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ŵaŶufaĐtuƌiŶg, ƌetail sites aŶd supplieƌ faƌŵs.͛ More narrowly 
Environmental Resources Management Limited, suggested that ͚TesĐo should ĐoŶsideƌ 
reviewing their carbon footprint boundary of reporting to include additional indirect 
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greenhouse gas eŵissioŶs (foƌ eǆaŵple eŵissioŶs fƌoŵ ƌeĐǇĐliŶg aŶd disposal of ǁaste͛) and 
that the company ͚should stƌiǀe to iŵpƌoǀe data ĐolleĐtioŶ aŶd ƌepoƌtiŶg foƌ foƌŵs of 
ďusiŶess tƌaǀel otheƌ thaŶ ƌail aŶd aiƌ tƌaǀel.͛  
Three companies, namely J. Sainsbury, the Co-operative Group and Marks and 
SpeŶĐer, iŶĐluded aŶ ͚eǆpert opiŶioŶ͛ iŶ their CS‘ reports. JoŶathaŶ Porritt, The FouŶder 
DireĐtor of Foruŵ for the Future, proǀided a oŶe page persoŶal ͚ĐoŵŵeŶtarǇ͛ as part of the 
CSR/Sustainability reports produced by Marks and Spencer and the Co-operative Group 
ǁhile Foruŵ for the Future proǀided a half page  ͚eǆpert opiŶioŶ͛ for J. SaiŶsďurǇ. IŶ his 
commentary for the Co-operative Group Jonathon Porritt emphasised that trust was an 
important theme running through the compaŶǇ͛s CS‘ report aŶd he foĐussed oŶ the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to ǇouŶg people aŶd eduĐatioŶ aŶd to its ǁork iŶ proŵotiŶg 
sustaiŶaďle eŶergǇ. Foruŵ for the Future͛s stateŵeŶt oŶ J. SaiŶsďurǇ͛s CS‘ report Đlaiŵs 
that ͚This ƌepoƌt ďƌiŶgs “aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s Coƌpoƌate ‘espoŶsiďilitǇ pƌogƌaŵŵe to life͛ it argues ͚the 
sheeƌ ǁealth aŶd diǀeƌsitǇ of aĐtiǀitǇ aŶd iŶitiatiǀes that sit uŶdeƌ eaĐh of “aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s fiǀe 
ǀalues aƌe a Đleaƌ deŵoŶstƌatioŶ of “aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to Coƌpoƌate ‘espoŶsiďilitǇ͛ 
and it  suggests that ͚despite continued economic uncertainty and the ever-price conscious 
ĐoŶsuŵeƌ, it͛s heaƌteŶiŶg to see that ϮϬϬ9 saǁ keǇ stƌaŶds of “aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s C‘ pƌogƌaŵŵe go 
fƌoŵ stƌeŶgth to stƌeŶgth.͛ More specifically Forum for the Future argues ͚ǁheŶ it Đoŵes to 
customeƌs “aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s takes its ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to ďe the ͞ďest foƌ food͟ aŶd health ǀeƌǇ 
seƌiouslǇ.͛ Having posed the question ͚ǁhat does sustaiŶaďle liǀiŶg ƌeallǇ look like foƌ the 
ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ ĐoŶsuŵeƌ?͛  Forum for the Future suggests that ͚ǁe͛ƌe delighted to see that 
that “aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s is seƌious aďout fiŶdiŶg the aŶsǁeƌ to this ƋuestioŶ.͛ 
 
Discussion 
  The fiŶdiŶgs reǀeal that a Ŷuŵďer of the UK͛s leadiŶg food retailers iŶĐlude soŵe 
form of external assurance of their CSR/Sustainability reports but the nature, character and 
scope of the external assurance varies and a number of issues merit discussion and 
reflection. The leading food retailers approach to assurance can be perhaps best be 
collectively described as both idiosyncratic and partial. Idiosyncratic in that the external 
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assessors were given varying briefs and they in turn adopted varying approaches and though 
this is not a problem per se, as CSR/Sustainability  reports are themselves voluntary and the 
accompanying assurance statements are not subject to regulation, it means that the lack of 
a common and agreed methodology makes any systematic assessment of, and comparison 
between, the major players within UK food retailing effectively impossible. Partial in that 
three of the UK͛s top teŶ food retailers did Ŷot post a formal CSR/Sustainability  report on 
the Internet, two of the seven that posted such reports did not provide any external 
assurance and of the five that did one simplǇ proǀided aŶ ͚eǆpert iŶput͛ and while the other 
four commissioned an external assurance statement these statements offered only limited 
assurance.   
 The ͚eǆpert opiŶioŶs͛, iŶĐluded iŶ the J. SaiŶsďurǇ, the Co-operative Group and 
Marks and Spencer CSR/Sustainability reports address general issues, they offer little or 
nothing by way of supporting evidence, they often lack more critical awareness and there is 
no explicit systematic reference to the issues of materiality, completeness and 
responsiveness. In some ways the expert opinion in the J. Sainsbury report, for example, is 
little more thaŶ a ŵarketiŶg stateŵeŶt seeŵiŶglǇ to proŵote the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s Đorporate 
responsibility programme. That said Forum for the Future does make two specific, and in 
many ways fundamental recommendations. On the one hand it is suggested that the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s Sustainability  report would benefit from ͚a ŵoƌe opeŶ disĐussioŶ of the 
ĐhalleŶges aŶd dileŵŵas of takiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ seƌiouslǇ͛ focusing, for example, on ͚hoǁ is 
“aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s dealiŶg ǁith issue suĐh as high stƌeet diǀeƌsitǇ?͛, and on ͚hoǁ aƌe “aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s 
staff enabled and empowered to deliver sustainability – from the shop floor- where staff 
need to be able to help explain what sustainably sourced means to customers- to the buying 
teams- where ethical standards should be as important as standard procurement Đƌiteƌia.͛ 
On the other hand Forum for the future recommends that ͚it ǁould ďe useful to see ĐuƌƌeŶt 
peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe desĐƌiďed aloŶgside futuƌe aŵďitioŶ iŶ a ŵoƌe sǇsteŵatiĐ ǁaǇ͛ arguing ͚this 
ambition is critical, as long term stretch, quantitative targets across all direct and impact 
aƌeas ǁill ŵeaŶ that “aiŶsďuƌǇ͛s keeps ŵakiŶg ďig leaps, aŶd aǀoids sŵall steps, toǁaƌds a 
tƌulǇ sustaiŶaďle ďusiŶess.͛ However it is important to note that J. Sainsbury is one of Forum 
for the Future͛s FouŶdatioŶ Corporate PartŶers and this might be seen by some 
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commentators and critics to compromise the independence of the external assurance 
process.  
 More generally the independence of the assurance process can be a thorny issue. 
While Wiertz (2009) has argued that ͚iŶ applǇiŶg external verification to CSR reports, a 
central characteristic of the assurance process is to be independent of the reporter and the 
suďjeĐt ŵatteƌ ďeiŶg attested͛, O͛DǁǇer aŶd OǁeŶ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ Đlaiŵ that their ǁork oŶ ϰϭ large 
UK and European companies ͚ƌaises question marks regarding the independence of the 
assuƌaŶĐe pƌoĐess.͛ The external assessors which produced the assurance statements for 
Tesco, the Wm. Morrison Group, the Co-operative Group and Marks and Spencer addressed 
the issue of their independence in different ways. In its assurance statement for the Wm. 
Morrison Group, for example, Two Tomorrows affirms it has ͚Ŷo otheƌ ĐoŶtaĐt ǁith 
MoƌƌisoŶ͛s.͛  Ernst and Young, for example, report ͚ǁe haǀe pƌoǀided Ŷo otheƌ seƌǀiĐes 
ƌelatiŶg to Maƌks aŶd “peŶĐeƌ͛s appƌoaĐh to soĐial, eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aŶd ethiĐal issues͛ but do 
not mention if they undertake any financial assurance for Marks and Spencer. While 
Environmental Resources Management Limited acknowledged that during 2011/2012 it has 
͚ǁoƌked ǁith TesĐo oŶ otheƌ ĐoŶsultiŶg eŶgageŵeŶts͛ it reported that it ͚opeƌates stƌiĐt 
conflict checks and we have confirmed our independence to Tesco for delivering our 
assuƌaŶĐe.͛ More geŶerallǇ O͛DǁǇer aŶd OǁeŶ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ haǀe eǆpressed ĐoŶĐerŶ oǀer the 
͚laƌge degƌee of ŵaŶageŵeŶt ĐoŶtƌol oǀeƌ the assuƌaŶĐe pƌoĐess͛ arguing that management 
͚ŵaǇ plaĐe aŶǇ ƌestƌiĐtioŶs theǇ Đhoose oŶ the assuƌaŶĐe eǆeƌĐise.͛ 
A ǁide raŶge of stakeholders are takiŶg aŶ iŶĐreasiŶg iŶterest iŶ the UK͛s leadiŶg 
food retailers͛ Đorporate soĐial ďehaǀiour and in theory the external assurance of 
CSR/Sustainability reports must be seen to be important for a number of audiences 
including the general public, customers, investors, employees, suppliers, regulatory bodies, 
trade unions, non-governmental organisations and pressure groups. While RAAS Consulting 
(2009) has argued that the two primary audiences are regulators and investors, the 
assuraŶĐe stateŵeŶts ĐoŶtaiŶed iŶ the UK͛s leadiŶg food retailers͛ reports give little 
indication of their intended audiences. CorporateRegister.com Limited (2008) suggests that 
͚stateŵeŶts aƌe supposedlǇ foƌ eǆteƌŶal stakeholdeƌs, ďut iŶ pƌaĐtiĐe theǇ͛ƌe pƌoďaďlǇ 
written for internal audiences and the language of assurance reduces its appeal to the wider 
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audieŶĐe.͛  O͛DǁǇer aŶd Owen (2005) contrast this approach with ͚the goǀeƌŶaŶĐe 
stƌuĐtuƌes uŶdeƌpiŶŶiŶg the fiŶaŶĐial audit pƌoĐess͛ arguiŶg that ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛s ͚ ƌeluĐtaŶĐe 
to address the assurance statement to specific constituencies implies that they are primarily 
providing value for management  thereby reflecting a perceived demand for assurance of 
this iŶfoƌŵatioŶ fƌoŵ ŵaŶageŵeŶt as opposed to stakeholdeƌs.͛ Further O͛DǁǇer aŶd OǁeŶ 
(2005) conclude that unless this issue is dealt with ͚assuƌaŶĐe stateŵeŶt pƌaĐtiĐe ǁill fail to 
eŶhaŶĐe aĐĐouŶtaďilitǇ aŶd tƌaŶspaƌeŶĐǇ to oƌgaŶisatioŶal stakeholdeƌs.͛ 
Such reservations and concerns would certainly seem to limit the value of the 
assuraŶĐe proĐess ďut it is iŵportaŶt to Ŷote that the UK͛s leadiŶg food retailers are large, 
complex and dǇŶaŵiĐ orgaŶisatioŶs, TesĐo for eǆaŵple is the UK͛s largest priǀate seĐtor 
employer and their reach is international and in some cases global. Capturing and storing 
information and data across a diverse range of business activities throughout the supply 
chain in a variety of geographical locations and then providing access to allow external 
assuraŶĐe is a ĐhalleŶgiŶg aŶd a poteŶtiallǇ ĐostlǇ ǀeŶture aŶd oŶe ǁhiĐh soŵe of the UK͛s 
leading food retailers currently seemingly choose not to pursue. Thus while a retailer͛s 
carbon emissions may be systematically collected, collated and audited as part of the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s eŶǀiroŶŵeŶtal CS‘/Sustainability commitments, information on their 
contribution to local communities and levels of staff satisfaction may be more difficult to 
define, measure and assure.  
 
While there may be difficulties in collecting and assuring such information within the 
UK such problems seem likely to be much greater where UK food retailers are trading 
and/or sourcing products and services overseas. Where a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s data ĐolleĐtioŶ aŶd 
collation systems are not so developed to realistically allow rigorous assurance processes 
then limited assurance may well be the best way forward. At the same time it is important 
to recognise that assurance statements come at a cost which includes employee time, 
sĐheduliŶg iŵpaĐts aŶd the assessor͛s fee. Large UK  food retailers looking to commission 
comprehensive external assurance across the full spectrum of their business operations will 
undoubtedly incur substantial costs and they currently seem to choose to make cost/benefit 
deĐisioŶs that faǀour a ŵore ͚liŵited͛ ďut deliǀeraďle assuraŶĐe proĐess. More positiǀelǇ  
growing awareness that companies which publicise their CSR and Sustainability activities 
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companies aŶd aligŶ theŵ to the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s iŵage aŶd reputatioŶ ĐaŶ add to the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ǀalue (Servaes and Tamayo 2012) suggests that increasing investment in the 
recommendations made as an integral part of the assurance process may have much to 
commend it.  
 
Conclusion 
 A Ŷuŵďer of the UK͛s leadiŶg food retailers are ĐoŵŵissioŶiŶg eǆterŶal assuraŶĐe as 
part of their CSR/Sustainability reporting procedures but there is considerable variation in 
the nature, content and scope of the assurance processes undertaken. At best the accent is 
upoŶ ͚liŵited͛ rather thaŶ ͚reasoŶaďle͛ assuraŶĐe aŶd there are soŵe ĐoŶĐerŶs aďout the 
independence of the assessors and about management control of the assurance process. In 
many ways this reduces the reliability and credibility of the food retailers͛ CS‘/Sustainability 
reports. That said the UK͛s leadiŶg food retailers are large, Đoŵpleǆ aŶd dǇŶaŵiĐ 
organisations and their supply chains often have a considerable geographical reach and this 
makes more rigorous and comprehensive assurance a complex, time consuming and costly 
proĐess. LookiŶg to the future groǁiŶg stakeholder pressure ŵaǇ see the UK͛s leadiŶg food 
retailers commission more rigorous, systematic and wider ranging external assurance.  
While the exploratory nature and narrowly defined focus of this paper does not provide a 
basis for policy development it does offer a mirror in which the leading UK food retailers 
might choose to reflect on their current approaches to the assurance of their 
CSR/Sustainability reporting and on stakeholder perceptions of those approaches.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1:  Top Ten UK Food Retailers 2011 
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Company Market Share% 
Tesco 26.9 
ASDA                      15.2 
J. Sainsbury                      14.0 
Wm. Morrison Group                      10.5 
Co-operative Group 5.8 
Waitrose 5.3 
Marks and Spencer 3.7 
Aldi 2.2 
Lidl 2.1 
Spar 2.0 
[Source: Mintel 2012] 
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Retailer Assurance 
Statement 
Expert 
Input 
Details of  
Methodology 
Reference to 
Inclusivity 
Reference to 
Materiality 
Reference to 
Responsiveness 
Outline of 
 Limitations 
Recommendations 
for Future Action 
Tesco         
J. Sainsbury         
The Wm. Morrison Group         
The Co-operative Group         
Marks & Spencer         
Table 2:  Characteristics of External Assurance 
 
16 
 
 
REFERENCES 
AĐĐouŶtaďilitǇ ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ͚AAϭϬϬϬAssuraŶĐe StaŶdard͛, 
http://www.accountability21.net/uploadedFiles/publications/AA1000AS%202008.pdf  
 
Bowen, D. (2003) ͚Corporate SoĐial ‘espoŶsiďilitǇ ;CS‘Ϳ ‘eportiŶg aŶd the WWW: 
IŶĐreasiŶglǇ EŶtǁiŶed͛, IŶterŶatioŶal JourŶal of Corporate SustaiŶaďilitǇ, Vol. ϭϬ, Issue ϯ, pp. 
4-9—4-11. 
 
CS‘ Europe ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ͚CS‘ AssuraŶĐe StateŵeŶts͛, 
http://www.csreurope.org/data/files/2008_csr_assurance_statements__csr_europe_helpd
esk.pdf  
 
CS‘ Europe ;ϮϬϬϵͿ ͚TreŶds aŶd Best PraĐtiĐe iŶ OŶliŶe CS‘/sustaiŶaďilitǇ ‘eportiŶg͛, 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sustainable-business/corporate-social-
responsibility/reporting-disclosure/swedish-
presidency/files/surveys_and_reports/trends_and_best_practice_in_online_csr_and_sustai
nability_rep_en.pdf  
 
Corporate‘egister.Đoŵ Liŵited ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ͚Assure Vieǁ: The CS‘ AssuraŶĐe StateŵeŶt ‘eport͛, 
http://www.sustaincommworld.com/pdfs/AssureView.pdf  
 
JoŶes, M.J. aŶd SoloŵoŶ, J.F. ;ϮϬϭϬͿ ͚soĐial aŶd eŶǀiroŶŵeŶtal report assuraŶĐe: Soŵe 
interview evideŶĐe͛, AĐĐouŶtiŶg foruŵ, Vol. ϯϰ, pp. ϮϬ-31. 
 
KPMG ;ϮϬϭϭͿ ͚KPMG IŶterŶatioŶal SurǀeǇ of Corporate ‘espoŶsiďilitǇ ‘eportiŶg͛, 
http://www.kpmg.com/Global/en/IssuesAndInsights/ArticlesPublications/corporate-
responsibility/Documents/2011-survey.pdf  
 
MiŶtel ;ϮϬϭϮͿ, ͚Superŵarkets: More ThaŶ Just Food ‘etailiŶg͛ – UK - Noǀeŵďer ϮϬϭϮ͛, 
http://academic.mintel.com/display/590407/?highlight=true  
 
17 
 
O͛DǁǇer, B. aŶd OǁeŶ, D. ;ϮϬϬϱͿ ͚AssuraŶĐe stateŵeŶt praĐtiĐe iŶ eŶǀiroŶŵeŶtal, soĐial 
aŶd sustaiŶaďilitǇ reportiŶg: a ĐritiĐal eǀaluatioŶ͛, The British AĐĐouŶtiŶg ‘eǀieǁ, Vol. 37, 
pp. 205-229.  
 
‘AAS CoŶsultiŶg ;ϮϬϬϵͿ ͚The ‘ole of the AssuraŶĐe Proǀider͛, 
http://raasconsulting.com/CSRAssuranceIssues.aspx  
 
SauŶders, M., Leǁis, P. aŶd ThorŶhill, A. ;ϮϬϬϵͿ ͚‘esearĐh Methods for BusiŶess StudeŶts͛, 
Prentice-Hall, Harlow.  
VerdaŶtiǆ ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ͚CoŵpetitioŶ Hots Up For CS‘ AssuraŶĐe͛, 
http://www.verdantix.com/index.cfm/papers/Press.Details/press_id/4/verdantix-
competition-hots-up-for-csr-assurance/-  
 
Serǀaes, H. AŶd TaŵaǇo, A. ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ͚The IŵpaĐt of Corporate SoĐial ‘espoŶsiďilitǇ oŶ Firŵ 
Value:  The ‘ole of Đustoŵer AǁareŶess͛, SoĐial SĐeiŶĐe Research Network, 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2116265  
 
Wiertz, J.H. L. ;ϮϬϬϵͿ ͚AssuraŶĐe StateŵeŶt PraĐtiĐes iŶ CS‘ ‘eportiŶg: AŶ IŶterŶatioŶal 
ApproaĐh͛, http://arno.unimaas.nl/show.cgi?fid=16952  
 
